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TWO MATHEMATICAL SHRINES OF PARIS. 

By DAVID EUGENE SMITH, Columbia University. 

In a city like Paris, that has for centuries been one of the intellectual foci of 
the world, there are many spots where the devotee to mathematics may well 
stand with bared head. The houses in which great savants were born, or lived, 
or died are often known or can be ascertained by the searcher after historical 
spots, and their tombs may be found in Pere la Chaise or in the few churches that 
escaped in the period of vandalism which swept away so many Gothic temples 
in the making of modern Paris. 

Every one who enters Saint-Roch, on the rue Saint-Honor6, will see the 
monstrosity in the form of a tomb to Maupertuis. The monument is in keeping 
with the baroque style of a church whose sole interest is in its historical location 
in a city that has known what internal conflict means. Probably, few, however, 
who cross the sea to make the grand tour or to visit the war zone of the recent 
conflict, pay more than a perfunctory visit to Saint-Germain-des-Pr6s or to 
Saint-Etienne-du-Mont, each a victim of the mob and, what is still worse, of the 
architectural vandal who pretends to restore while in fact he destroys. 

In Saint-Germain-des-Pres the visitor will find the remains of the most ancient 
church in Paris, part of the ancient abbey of Saint-Germain in the Fields, and 
the scene of bloody deeds in the time of the Terror. Then it was that the church 
was desecrated, its tombs were violated, and part of the ancient abbey was used 
as a prison by the leaders of the mob. In one of the chapels on the south side 
of the choir the searcher after shrines will find a black marble slab with the fol- 
lowing inscription: 

MEMORIAE 

RENATI • DESCARTES 

RECONDITORIS • DOCTRINAE 

LAVDE 

ET • INGENII • SVBTILITATE 

PRAECELLENTISSIMI 

QVI • PRIMVS 

A • RENOVATIS • IN • EVROPA 

BONARVM • LITTERARVM • STVDIIS 

RATIONIS • HVMANAE 

D7RA 

SALVA • FIDEI • CHRISTIANAE 

AVTORITATE 

VINDICAVIT • ET • ASSERVIT 

NVNC 

VERITATIS 

QUAM • VNICE • COLVIT 

CONSPECTV 

FRVITVR 
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Beneath, along the base of the wall, there is another inscription dated February 
26, 1819, and referring to this and two other monumental records, and stating 
that the ashes of these distinguished dead had for twenty-five years been resting 
among the profane, but that now they had been, with due ceremony, returned to 
consecrated ground. 

Descartes died in Stockholm on February 11, 1650, in the fifty-fourth year 
of his age and received humble interment in the catholic cemetery of the city. 
In 1666-67 the body was removed to Paris and was buried in the church of 
Sainte-Genevieve-du-Mont, as the earlier edifice was called. Between 1764 and 
1791 a new church was built on the same site, and owing to the attitude of the 
Revolution towards Catholicism, the government decided to call it the Pantheon 
and to devote it to the reception of the remains of the illustrious dead. The 
ashes of Descartes were removed during the interval and were deposited in the 
court of the Louvre. When the Napoleonic wars were over and peace again 
reigned for a time, they were, as the inscription says, interred in Saint-Germain- 
des-Pres. 

The second of these two great shrines is in the church of Saint-Etienne-du- 
Mont that looks out upon the Place Sainte-Genevieve. The original church 
dates from the thirteenth century, but was rebuilt in 1517, and is prized on 
account of the delicate jube which acts as a kind of rood screen before the choir. 
If the visitor will go back of the choir to the Lady Chapel (Chapelle de la Vierge) 
he will find, on the pillar at the right of the entrance, this inscription: 
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LE CORPS DE 

BLAISE PASCAL 

MORT LE 19 AOUT 1662 

SUR CETTE PAROISSE DE 

SAINT-ETIENNE DU MONT 

A ETE INHUME 

PRES DE CE P1LIER 

R. I. P. 

Thus, in humble tombs, lie the remains of two of the most distinguished 
members of that brilliant galaxy of mathematicians that added so greatly to 
the glory of France in the seventeenth century. Hundreds of followers of the 
Cross pass these shrines each day, and hundreds of others whom curiosity leads; 
but by the great majority the inscriptions are never seen, and it would be inter- 
esting to know upon how many minds they make any worthy impress. 



